A question I always hate being asked is "What do you do for a living?" Depending on mood, my answers range from "I search for the Elixir of Perpetual Youth" to "I work in a hospital." But having completed my first year (part-time) at business school, I now have a much better answer: I work in the knowledge industry.
Laboratories are the factories of the knowledge industry. They receive inputs -funding, departmental infrastructure and disposable postdocs -which they transform into knowledge, sometimes called intellectual property. Like real estate property, the three most important attributes are position, position, position; where you locate your intellectual property can have a big impact on its future value.
Most scientists would agree that a piece of knowledge that enables one to nail a jellyfish to the ceiling is worth less than one that provides a therapy for cancer, baldness and smelly feet. But often the comparison is less dramatic, so a variety of methods have been devised to measure how many units of knowledge a particular factory or industry worker produces. Although we do not have a precise definition of a unit of knowledge, an approximation can be determined by multiplying a matrix of publications by a matrix of citation ratings and dividing the product by the inverse of author position (and subtracting the average shoe size). Thus providers of input determine the efficiency with which factories convert dollars and postdocs into units of knowledge.
Once we make units of knowledge, we then have to sell them, and this is where the marketing aspect of our industry comes into play. The first people we need to sell our units to are the editors of scientific journals. As we all know, they can be very reluctant customers, particularly when the peer review process results in competing factories acting as consultants for the purchase decision. But it is through the process of publication that the number of units of knowledge contained in a piece of intellectual property is determined. Thus, a piece of intellectual property published in Nature or Current Biology is considered to contain more units of knowledge than one published in the Journal of Jellyfish Carpentry.
Laboratories are the factories of the knowledge industry
Our second set of customers comprises other industry players. We sell our units to these customers through meetings, which are called conferences but should really be thought of as the trade fairs of the knowledge industry. Here, representatives of different factories come together to show off their newly manufactured units and occasionally to swap some. Effective sale to these customers not only confirms the validity of the units that have been produced, but also lends credibility to units to be produced in the future.
And this brings us to our third set of customers, the providers of input in the industry. These customers are the futures brokers of the industry, who use a combination of past productivity and proposed projects to evaluate yetto-be-produced units. In the long run, it is the effective marketing of our past and future units to these customers that will determine whether or not our factory remains in production.
As with any other product, the role of marketing our units of knowledge cannot be over-emphasised. We all try to wrap our units in the most attractive packaging, so that they will satisfy the needs of our target customers. If we can convince our customers that the adherence of jellyfish to the ceiling is a model for cancer, we can attract a premium for this intellectual property. Of course, the market for units of knowledge is continually changing and is subject to as many trends, fads and fashions as the market in clothing -so market research is important, and those who are good at it can do very well indeed. Some of the larger factories are run by people who spend most of their time going to trade fairs and marketing their newest units, which they collect daily by various means of telecommunication. The real hot-shots in this game are able to take some of their more ordinary units and package them in such a way that they appear to be a super-premium deluxe product.
But there is more to success than just having good sales skills. The people we refer to as 'experts in their field' have invested in the most powerful of all marketing tools, namely brand equity. Having a high level of brand equity adds value to any units your factory may produce and hence makes them easier to sell. What's more, by using your brand equity to become a market leader, you can begin to control some of the fads within the industry, and can strategically place yourself to maximise your returns on future investments. This, in turn, gives you more funding and more postdocs to throw into your factory furnace.
So, the next time you find yourself feeling like an interface between suppliers of polypropylene products and refuse collectors, remind yourself that you work as a primary producer of knowledge-based goods in the highly dynamic and competitive global knowledge industry.
